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Six frail mortals stared out at the Shrine of the Grey in the distance. They stared and 
plotted the fall of the alien god that lay crouched in the shrine. Between the six and their 
intended destination lay a vast wasteland that once had been City. Now, the sky burned 
orange with clouds like borax hissing on the surface of a sulphurous lake. Black smoke 
from burning fuel boiled up from the earth and the wreckage of the dying Golden Age of 
Man. Riza took a deep breath to clear her head, took in too much of the chemical fumes 
and coughed into the silence. The group froze, and watched for signs of the enemy, or 
worse, the Stillborn. 


Nothing moved, and Riza sighed in relief. Striker nodded, "Get ready to move folks. This 
is all going to sound cliché, but we only get one shot at this, so make it count. We die, it's 
all over." 


Everyone nodded. Riza looked around at the little group. These were the people with 
whom she found herself preparing to die beside in battle. 


Striker was in charge of their group. Riza didn't know Striker's first name. She carried 
herself with the bearing of a pre-industrial Military Officer. She claimed to be a retired 
drill sergeant. She had large grey eyes; and thick straight hair of the same color, which 
she wore long and tied back in a pony-tail. She was tall and of a heavier build. Riza 
suspected she had not maintained her fitness since then. She dressed in drab blues and 


greys. 
"You seem as though you're dressing to disappear," Riza noted. 


To this Striker nodded, but did not answer. Riza looked at Corvo, Striker's second in 
command and husband. Corvo was not of Caucasian descent like her wife. Riza could 
not place the man's background. He was thin and moved like a dancer. He had almond 
eyes of an icy blue, and thick curly hair of a platinum blonde. Riza felt sure that the hair 
was artificial. Riza could see the unbleached roots and splice lines showing. Unlike his 
wife, Corvo dressed in a fitted suit of a light blue, complete with a white shirt and a white 
silk tie, 


Riza shook her head, "How in the name of the Weaver have you kept that suit clean 
since the Fall?" She asked. 


Corvo provided a cold joyless smile, "I've had to kill a few people for stain remover on 
occasion." 


"Is that a joke?" 
"If you like." 


Striker had introduced the next two members of team as her children. Their son Cotton 
and their Daughter Dolf. Fraternal twins, the young guerillas looked quite similar. 
Although Riza would not have guessed that they were twins. They both had black hair 
and grey-blue eyes. Dolf wore her hair is a lazynawk with pink tips, while Cotton wore his 
long and in a single braid down his back. Cotton was big and broad, built like his mother. 
Dolf was tall and willow slim like her father. Both dressed in a style that seems half 
guerilla and half punk rock. They looked post-apocalyptic as designed by pop-culture. 
The twins looked at her. 


"You sure you to pull this off?" Cotton asked. 


Riza considered the question. She was not sure. She knew the rituals required, but had 
never enacted them- how could she? The Grey was singular. So she and Felix had never 
had an opportunity to practice the ritual. Nothing beyond recitation and rote 
memorization. The Grey was powerful, a Beast of Revelation. Riza worried that it throw 
off or ignore the effects of the ritual. Beings as small as humans couldn't kill the Grey. 


Before she finished considering, Felix answered. "Of course we can. It takes two, but 
we're good. We're astonishing." He grinned a flawless smile at the two teenagers, "Riza 
could do it alone if need be." 


Cotton smiled, "Couldn't you?" 


Felix shook his head, still smiling, "The key part of the ritual requires a woman to enact it. 
We aren't sure if it's a psychic thing or a chromosome thing or both. Magic is annoying 
that way. But | can do a bunch of grunt work on the ritual. She's the one who has to put 
it into place. The psychic load is insane though. Even with two of us sharing the load, 
we're both going to get nose bleeds. And there's the distinct chance either of us might 
go blind or take some brain damage." 


Riza nodded along with what he was saying. Felix still looked amazing, she noted. He 
stood six foot tall, slim but muscular and toned. She stared at his sharp green eyes and 
perfect blond hair. The man had impossible movie star stylish messiness. He was 
wearing a red tank top and combat fatigues, with a pair of sunglasses hanging from the 
neck of his shirt. 


Felix continued. "This, of course, is assuming the little princeling can get us in the Shrine 
in the first place." 


Riza turned to look at Max, the young man sighed and nodded, "The troops aren't going 
to recognize my authority. But it's a good bet the father wants me taken alive. So that 
will work in our favor. And, yeah, | can get us in. The Shrine doesn't run on any 
technology, pure old Imperial magic. And the Shrine responds to the blood of the Royal 
line, so it can't help but let us in." Max was quiet a moment. Then he pointed to himself 
and then Riza. "So that means myself and the Voodoo Queen there are mission critical 
assets. We die and it's all over." 


Striker nodded, "We will keep you alive, at least long enough to do your parts. This will be 
more likely to succeed, if everyone reconciles themselves to the idea that we are going 
tories 

Dolf shook her head, "Screw that Mom, |'m going to live." 

Cotton added, "| mean, we might not die." 

Corvo nodded, "We might, but we are more likely to not die if we commit ourselves to 
success at the expense of our own lives. Hesitating will kill us. You need to set aside your 
own lives and forget that keeping them is an option. If, when this is over, we're still alive, 
then it will be a nice surprise." 


"Aren't you guys a gaggle of rainbows and sunshine." Max whispered. 


"Your dad has fed the rainbows and sunshine to his giant demon snake and fed all the 
hope to his monster god." Felix said. 


"Yes," Max said with a long sigh, "I am, in fact, aware of that. That is why I'm preparing to 


make a Suicide charge on the Shrine with a family of Conspiracy Nuts and a pair of Pop- 
Magick Voodoo Shaman wannabes. Keep in mind, | could be ruling this whole thing. And 
I'm choosing to wade through boiling salt and burning glass to oppose my father." 


"Okay, fine. My mistake." Felix answered. 


"No, not a mistake," Max said, "But know this. | understand his crimes. That's why I'm 
here. You guys are preparing for the possibility of death. I'm not." 


"| died the day that | abdicated. | died the day | walked away from the throne. And | died 
again when Maia," He paused, "blood on the asphalt. Do you know how many 
Witchdoctors died trying to save her?" 


"And they failed. We failed. We all failed. So this is it. I'm already dead. He's already dead. 
I'm trying to stop his corpse from killing even more people in its frantic death throes." 


Striker held up a hand, "We've got Stillborn. Your dramatic monologue will have to wait. 
Now everybody move. Mission Criticals in the center. Be ready to kill, and don't be afraid 
to die. Now, Go!" 


Lightning cracked in the distance. Riza tasted ozone as she licked chapped lips. The 
earth had baked dry. And the sun had blasted it to a colorless white chalk that cracked 
under foot like dry ice. Plumes of white powder puffed up with each foot fall and the 
taste of chemical and salt hung in the air. 


The littered remains of the Golden Age festooned the land. Rusted hulks of now 
immobile cars and trucks lined tortured roads. War machines and combine harvesters, 
mini malls and recruiting stations dotted the land. Grave markers to a dead world. The 
oxidizing orange rust leached into the salt and chalk. And then it bled across a bleached 
white landscape. 


Striker led the way, carrying a large rifle with two magazines and two barrels. Riza did not 
recognize the weapon, but guns were not her specialty. She carried a shotgun, Felix had 
explained the type and name and such, but she had forgotten it. She did know that the 
weapon worked by a pump action, and that Felix had loaded deer slugs into the 
weapon. Riza could load the weapon herself and could clear a jam, if the malfunction 


were not complicated. But she had chosen a different weapon as her specialty. 


Behind Striker, Felix walked. He stood inside a perimeter created by his four hovering 
Grasshopper drones. Each drone was about the size of a large hawk. The Grasshoppers 
used a weapon based in some way on focused light pulses. The Opponent had to see 
the pulses. But once this happened, the target's nervous system would have a reaction. 
The effect was like an epileptic seizure. The Grasshoppers also came equipped with 
pneumatic injector blades. The blades were generally coated with neurotoxin. But the 
blades were lethal on their own. Felix carried both a small submachine gun and a pistol. 
He could deal with those opponents that the Grasshoppers could not. 


Max and Riza came next. Riza noted that Max carried only a Shock Saber, although it 
was a masterpiece. With the fitted expensive clothes that Max still wore, the young man 
looked like the hero of the story. It was as though he had stepped out of a tale of epic 
romantic adventure. All riding boots and shoulder epaulets, and tight fitting pants. He 
wasn't handsome, Riza noticed. His nose was too prominent and his eyes sat too far 
apart. Those eye were were intense though; and he was striking. Riza also found herself 
noticing that the exiled prince had a gorgeous rear end. She looked away to avoid 
blushing. 


The Twins walked behind Max. Both carried weapons that seemed built out of the 
corpses of many other weapons. Their father followed in rearguard position. He carried 
only a sniper rifle that Riza could see. Although Riza had seen the man produce holdout 
derringers from both sleeves. Something that had bee a deadly surprise to several 
border guards. 


Ahead of them lay a pack of feral Stillborn, tearing apart the remains of a Scavenger Clan 
Wagon train. The Stillborn stood and crouched some two hundred yards from the group 
as they moved. From this distance Riza might have mistaken them for humans, had she 
not Known better. The Stillborn hadn't been human for some time. Their white and 
chalky skin blended into the blasted landscape. And skin cells erupted from their bodies 
when they moved. The effect was like chalk that bursting forth from the earth when Riza 
trod on it. She could not see the Stillborn's trademark milk white eyes from this distance. 
But she could see the bleached iridescent hair. It floated as though weightless above 
their skulls, 


The Stillborn were not silent. Even from this distance, Riza could hear the Stillborn 
chattering to each other. The Stillborn seemed to understand each other. But Riza had 
never known any human who could understand them. The sound of their speech 
reminded her of attempts at back masking a heaw metal album. 


"They haven't seen us," Striker noted, "We'll swing around them. Avoid them while 
distracted by their hunger." 


"They're always distracted by their hunger," Felix added, "That's the problem." 


"As long as they aren't aiming their hunger at us." Max hissed as the group slipped from 
cover to cover. 


Riza tried not to listen to the sounds of tearing flesh. Though she shuddered at the 
occasional scream of a body that had turned out to not be quite dead. They slipped past 
the Stillborn. As they moved they relied upon the cover of the sounds of violence and 
gluttony echoing from the wreck. 


The group finally put the pack of feral Stillborn behind them. As they moved, Riza heard 
Cotton whisper to Dolf, "Maybe we'll get lucky and not see any actual Raveners." 


"Don't say that!" Dolf answered in a loud insistent whisper, "You want to invoke it? So the 
story feels it has to drop full on Hungry Ghosts on us?" The group stopped to huddle 
behind several anti-personnel carriers. Beyond the carriers lay the Shrine of the Grey. 


"Worse," Riza said. She pointed to the stretch of open ground between the wrecked anti- 
personnel carriers. 


A great mass of Stillborn stood between the group and the Shrine. Two or three 
hundred, if Riza was correct. And that was the scary part. 


These were not feral Stillborn dressed in rags and blood stains. These wore the 
uniforms of the Stillborn Army. They were Last King's elite shock troops. These Stillborn 
were well trained cannibal spirits. The imperial sorcerers had tamed them with dark 
magic and rituals best left unknown. They stood, more or less in military formation. They 
carried the best weapons a Stillborn could handle: cavalry sabers and Spears. 


Once the Stillborn were human. Once. But that was long ago. Now they were hungry. 


"Put me in the front," Max said into the silence, "They won't fight to kill me. It will buy us 
space." 


Striker shook her head, "The humans holding the leashes won't fight to kill you. The 
Stillborn won't care. You can't control the Stillborn, only aim them." 


Corvo nodded, "And all you've got is that glorified taser." he pointed at Max's scabbard 
and the saber resting in it. 


"The Stillborn army does follow orders to a certain extent, they'll hesitate. We can't fight 
three hundred Hand Eaters, fully developed or not- they'll tear us apart in a straight 


fight." 


"If they've not been fed recently," Striker objected, "Those Stillborn won't even hear the 
orders." 


Riza raised her index finger, "If there is even a Sliver of hesitation, | can enhance it. | can 
fan that flame and even make a wave of resistance that we could use to punch through 
their lines." 

Corvo pointed at Max, "Would boy king here need to still be front and center?" 


Riza nodded, "Yeah, he would. | can't manufacture the feeling, only enhance it." 


Felix shook his head and stared at Max, "You said so yourself. There are two people here 
who are Mission Critical. You and my wife." 


"Ex-wife." Riza corrected. 
Felix turned to her, "Are we doing this here?" 
"No, we are not," Riza answered. 


"Either way," Felix continued, "He's not expendable. We can't get in without him. And 


resurrection is not on my to do list today." 
"Do you have another option with even a remote possibility of working?" Max asked. 


Silence walked into the group's conversation. It sat there for a long time while all six 
people listened to it. 


Finally Felix spoke. "| can use the Grasshoppers to widen the perimeter a bit, get them 
close to the Stillborn in a semi circle in front of us. The visual stun isn't consistent against 
Stillborn like it is on humans. But they aren't Raveners. So | should get some of them. 
ost of the ones in front." 


"It's not going to be enough," Corvo said," 


‘It will have to be," Max said and rounded the corner of their cover. 


Riza watched in horrible fascination as Max stepped into the open. He drew his saber 
and saluted. "| am Prince Maximillian Draconis Octavian IV. And | command all troops to 
stand down in the name of the Imperial House of Draconis!" And then he pointed the 
Saber forward and charged. 


"Bloody Hell!" Riza cursed and dropped her backpack to the ground, "Well get out there 
and give him covering fire!" she yelled and began rummaging through the pack. 


Striker and her children charged around the corner. Riza could hear gunfire the instant 
the three disappeared from view. Corvo brought his rifle up to his shoulder and leaned 
around the cover and began fire careful shots, one at a time. Felix was a few steps 
behind Striker and her children. His fingers scrambled across the forearm interface for 
his drones. Riza continued digging through her pack. Finally she withdrew a necklace 
made of bone beads. Then she removed an amulet crafted from a surveillance camera 
lens. She'd marked lens with the sign of the Weaver. 


She raised the amulet and closed her eyes. She reached into the story and out towards 
Max as he charged down the field in a hail gunfire. Three hundred cannibal things 
charged at him with swords and spears and claws and fangs. Riza traced the lines of the 
story emanating out from Max. She found the one he had talked about. She touched the 


line connecting him to the officers. It was their fear of the repercussions for killing the 
Last King's only son. She focused that fear and then projected it. She amplified out from 
Max like a tsunami or the pressure wave of an explosion. 


In her mind's eye she saw the Stillborn Army shudder and stumble. She watched as the 
army began to split. They flowed around the group under the influence of her magick. 
Riza hopped to her feet and charged around the wrecked Anti-personnel carrier. Far 
behind the others, she joined the mad dash to the Shrine. She noted that Corvo had 
joined her. The instant she had started running, he had joined her. And the he still had 
not stopped his steady firing pace. He continued dropping any hostile that seemed in 
danger of getting close to Max. 


They parted the Stillborn Army. And as Max approached the line of Officers in front of 
the gate to the Shrine, they too began to shudder. One by one the Officers began to 
back away and give ground. 


Finally all the officers had backed away. All save for one officer who stood, kneed 
shaking, but saber drawn as Max approached at a run. Riza watched from the back of 
the pack as Max shifted his saber. The prince was preparing to cross swords with the 
opposing officer. She held her breath, both swordsmen cut. 


The Imperial Officer's head separated cleanly from his shoulders. And his body fell to the 
ground. She looked back to to still running form of Max, and noticed a stumble as he 
approached the closed gate. He came to a Staggering stop and then crumpled in a heap 
before the marble doors. 


Awful omens curled like centipedes in the bottom of her guts. Riza struggled to catch up. 
One by one, the rest of the group reached the door and the fallen form of Max. 


"Check him." Striker ordered Felix. She and her family began laying down fire to hold off 
the now recovering hordes of Stillborn. 


"The officers have lost control now." Corvo noted, he paused and looked into the 
distance, "And the feral pack has joined them. How is the foolish little aristocrat?" 


"He's full cadaver. Dead as democracy." Felix said. 


"Is there another way in?" Cotton asked. 
"Not without more explosives that we have." Striker answered. 


"Crap, | actually am going to have to resurrect the stupid little prince." Felix muttered, 
"Crap. Crap. Crap. Crap crap crap." 


"Wait, you were Serious?" Cotton asked, mouth wide. 


"| was also serious about not wanting to do it. This could very well kill me. The psychic 
load on aresurrection, even one a fresh as this, is intense." 


"We can do it," Riza said, putting a hand on Felix's shoulder, then shifted her hand and 
patted. 


"No," he shook the hand off his shoulder, "No we can't. The psychic load is enough to kill 
either one of us, even if we share the load. We can't save one Mission Critical person by 
killing the other one. | have to do this alone. Period." Felix pulled a small athame from a 
sheath and drew the knife blade across his palm in a swift movement. He placed the 
bleeding palm on Max's forehead. Then he drew a small cloth bag marked with the 
symbol of the Firebird from a belt pouch. 


"Felix, don't invoke the Firebird." Riza said as Felix closed his eyes. Gooseflesh raced 
across Riza's skin. She felt the enormous burst of energy thrumming out from Felix. And 
then she felt the attention of the Grey turn like two slabs of granite sliding against each 
other. She could feel the mind's eye of the great alien god thing. It bore down upon the 
group, taking them in, deciding what they were to it. 


"The Grey knows we're here." She whispered. 
Felix remained fixed on Max, who continued to remain dead. The weight of the Grey's 
continued notice began to build. It become a tangible thing that weighted Riza down, 


causing her to stumble to one knee. 


"We've got its attention," She managed to gasp out and the psychic weigh drove the air 
from her lungs. 


A shift in the psychic gravity around, caused Riza to stumble towards Max and Felix. And 
Riza felt the vitality move from Felix into Max. She looked to see how much of life the 
process had left him. But, she couldn't actually see anything left in the vessel that had 
been her ex-husband. She watched as he toppled forward onto Max's body. 


"Oof, What happened?" Max gasped as Felix's body landed head first on his stomach. 
"Felix poured his entire life force into you to drag you back from the Shadowlands." Riza 
answered, she pointed at the marbles doors, "Now open that door before you die 


again." 


Max nodded and pushed himself out from under Felix, "Is he seriously dead? Did he die 
to save me?" 


"Looks like," Dolf Said as she fired a smoke grenade from her monstrous looking gun. 
"He might not be dead," Riza answered, "But he's close." 

"We have company!" Striker announced, pointed to the now swarming mass of Stillborn. 
Riza noted that two of the Grasshoppers were down. The other two were being forced 


back as they dodged the attacks of the advancing horde. 


Corvo leaned down and pressed two fingers to Felix's throat, "No pulse. I'd say dead, I'm 
afraid." 


"This isn't your area, this is mine!" Riza hissed, "He might still be alive. Max, get the door 
open! 


She stepped forward and dragged her ex-husband's limp and heavy body up into a 
fireman's carry. Max pressed an open palm into the center plate on the door marked 
with the Imperial Sigil. 


The door grated open. And the five of them, plus Felix's body, backed into the first room 
of the Shrine of the Grey. 


A tale based very loosely upon a true story... 
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THE BASIC TECHNIQUE OF ALL MY BOOKS. ONTOLOGY IS THE 
STUDY OF BEING, THE GUERRILLA APPROACH IS TO SO MIX THE 
ELEMENTS OF EACH BOOK THAT THE READER MUST DECIDE ON 
EACH PAGE “HOW MUCH OF THIS IS REAL AND HOW MUCH IS A 
PUT—ON?* 


Robert Anton Wilson, The Illuminati Papers (1980), p. 2 
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